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ABSTRACT

A student's belief in the value of ri¥eracy is i
essential to effective teaching and successful learning, but can -
'result only from a local .culture whose aim is to produce literacy.

The social identity and cultural norms of the young are registered in N
their -use of language, and if literacy, as defined by others, calls

the norms and identity into question, the gap between them and !
standard English will not be bridged. Tegche;s must understand that .
the contexts in which studentg revert to nonstandard English signal a
disbelief in the value of litgracy that interferes with the writing -
process. To generate a’culture of literacy.in the classyoom tHat

‘would stimulate a belief in the value of ‘literacy, teachers should [
introduce’ matetials that become the only context or experience from ~
which the students write. Writing tasks could result from fragmenting

or isolating a single literary work. Value placed on a piece of

. literature and its language creates a mipiature culture of literacy. .
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THE .ARGUMENT FOR A CULTURE OF LITERACY * Pomts of view or 0puons stated it docw

Ment 4o not necessanty represent omcm Nit

IN THE WRITING CLASSROOM L Poenoredter
MmmAmmmmmmmn ) Lewis Meyers
Lawis Meyers , , -

% ~

"Can't you remembeg that?"”
> / T - "I'll remember it when I
7 believe'it.,"

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES ‘ - Raymong Chandler

INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)." ‘ ‘ The Lady in the ‘Lake ,

j*a' (-/\ . : . - .c . "

My title employs,two ambiguous terms which, before attempt-
ing aj§¢

nylthing else, I must define s1ngly and then explaln in ' -

2
conjunctlon L1teracz ‘I hold to be not only the ab111ty to

read and write, but that ab111ty as it is measured by soc1al
needs and cultural expectationsiwhose reallty/;s_attested to
by author1tat1ve sources w1th1n a soc1ety 1 Culture 1s a i _

5

set of beliefs and practlces that both ev1dence and help form
- ‘%

cohesion among the ‘members of a particular social group. }
broadly,dlstlngulsh a culture of literacy from the more B ‘

famlllar reference to a llterate culture-in the following way.

A l}terate culture, as a sociological construct, includes

'literaoy among various other, already formed traits distri--
buted grossl& among a givén populace.‘ A culture of literacy
refers io an act1ve, part1c1pant ~based enterprise; it is
organlc, pursuing 11terate ends as those 1n process of becom-
. ing &nd as belonging to 1t§ members equally.
To further distingulsh'the two concepts, we should thinﬁ
of a culture of literacy as being more easily located ;hong

a smaller group of peoplqusuch as the twenty or so members
1

of a writing class. A literate cglture, ofi the other hand,
~N ¥
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seems to apply only Eo,entltlea as large as nation states, (
‘though it may devolve from thém onto particufar”communities .
. N . . 't i T - - x' . - . .
and vary in degree according to subculture. The distinction

is an important one, I thimk, because in calling attention to

what happens in the classroom as opposed to'dhat is the statle.

+ ~

of the union, it makes us focus on the one place where teachers

may act and where literacy is tested several times weekly.
The test is pot solely of the application’of skills. The
“ ., . . , _ .

classroom is the logical place to discover what value students

place on literacy and,thg effect their valuation haslpn learn-
oy " .

-

ing ability. I -assu that effect to be significant, and I

[

intend to show the value to.be not much in evidence. This I

will do by investigating é:;e phienomenon of. belief, which is a

measure of valuation 'as well as a means of projecting value.

The peints I want to hake are, (1) that a student's belief innk’
) ’ \ - : - .
the value of literacy is esSential to effective teaching and

-

thus to successful learning, and, (2) that such belief can ,

v . ’ 124 ) M . s
‘only be the outcome of a local.culture whose express aim is

. '

-to0 produce it. No more than the value of literacy, hqwever,
+ . ( . '-

do I consider the culture that may embed it to be the case

3

‘ _%n most writing classrooms. But this assumption is one we
. ¢ ‘
mist examine. It if rare that anyone makes an explicit de-
- - ' ; . ¢ ®
tlaration of belief or djsbe¥ief in the value of literacy,

The, cultural détective must therefore rely on discovering
clues éhat betray ohe of these #tates, belief or disbelief,
in order to show that the other does noti exist or is losihg

{
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.end for most Americans.
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K It should be poss1b1e to reveal students' valuation of

»

o literacy and the effects of that on learning by going directly

to what they, the students, say out.loud and put in writing

I haye.selectqd a ‘few samples for this purpose, the first of

[

which may help put the others in perspective. It is a remark

made by a former'student of mihe when I advised-him to avoid
N [ 4 3 ’ . N ) * o

- . . . . . e , [ s

euphemisms ip his compositions. "You wanf us-.to bé authors!",

NI

he said simply. I would elaborate on his meaning.as follows:

the requirement to make consc;ous verbal discriminations ex-

»

poses writing for. what it is, "a spec1alty, it is like blow1ng
glass or tasting wine, something that relatively few-people

can be expected to master. Now, I think this attitude toward

qriting is significant the more so'the more widespread‘it &

is. For along Wlth the decline of. verbal abilities nation—

-

wide, it allows us to progect a gradual elevation to- ideal

. . - . cas 2
achievement of minimal competence in writing. More-and more

\ . . - y .
of what Has long been assumed to be well within the range of

anyone learning to write expository ‘prose may disappear from

L4 ' .
the curriculum. Wrtging will cease to be Tecognized as a B
' !

/

P adl . . '
normal cultural activity (speci¥lties are elite functions);

and literacy, as the value which justifies that activity,

. R . » . L -
will no longer be considered a_poSsible(or legitimate wsocial
4 ,

<
. ; <

f . - ) £ . 13 13 F 4
To avoid this state bf affairs, it is first necessary. to

recall that the majority of people resist uﬁjust impositions

LB J 5 . .
on their lives. 'If literate valdes seem implausiblé and
“ ‘- ,‘&,‘ -

[FeN

» . S &

s

-




0).

writing well an eccentrically defined obligation,,students

-
.

will resist. learning as jnst such an. 1mROSltlon,

5

tance, which I fear is ubiquitous at present, sets up obstacles

4

This resis--

* -

. ' that teachers obviously must overcome, IL»should say, however;

/ that open chalienéés by students to writing gs a Vocationally

-~ . ) . . . . . o
, --Lﬁﬁmractical activity, or avoidance'by absenteeism--tp give two

\

, Nexamples of student denial of value--pose lesser problems,
" simply because they are overt than the res1stan;e ‘which
y .
» students are unaware of. in themselves and that teachers, equally

.

unaware;,habitually misread as reflexive learning or language

bebaVior. On one level it is that,\bf course. But we miss
¥ L

\

much if we see wh:jfver negative response students make to
N writing‘instructi n only as a source of technical Froblems to

be solved on their own level of difficult of slight misunder-

E standinés that restored communications will clear up. In.

actuwality, such behavior is the very clue that uncovers the
»

true dimepsions'of our students' crisis of belief, and'it must
be read as such. q@o do so, I will consider twsfkinds of .

ran

students, both native spéakers:,thosg'learning English as a

~second dialeot (ESD), and those whose 'spoken language i's more

. or less standard (SE) . o < a

Many ESD students, trusting theix ear'implic1tly,'?espond
w

’

to grammatical correction by saying—-often, if not "always, in
b ) :

SO many’ words-—-that "it don't sound right to meé." I take
this admission--which,
of us=--very seriously.ﬂ One shoui? not overlook the

A ) ”~
' . N

I trust, has ‘a familiar ring thagost

.
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\ 1t, but .one must look further than these gestUufes to the , -

- - -

) stubborn resolve such students show by their words to Sthk‘tO

PN P .

-

! [ habltual language coptexts. This resolve is-no less (and
e e 3 . ‘
s . perhaps mOre) stubborn for be1ng automatlc rather than medi- ' ,

» L &

PR tated;

embarrassed smile or helpless shrug soufrequezgly accompanylngq

, .
e >

it vies for prom1nence with outrlght d1sbel;ef 1n,stan-
L0 7+dard English versions éiven as -corrections. Paradoxically, how-

ever, ESD student8.alsp know they are distant fromrcertainr -
- #

- ! . £ - .
writing conventions--even the very ones that sound falde to

=
'

N " them--and they know they are expected to make up;that distance. .

. But it is the ways they measure it, as it exists b%éueen accus-

tomed contexts and ones they are unused to, that is important ‘\n
and that is‘the key to our understandlng the depth of'thear
learning difficulties.- ' - - .

To illustriate phls waygof neasurlng, we can examine the

L _ competlng terms'"negatlve concord“ g/d "double negative." ,
. A g .

ﬁ 1
- " The former belongs to descr%ptivists‘%ﬁeta—language\andfrm _—

‘asserts, by 1mply1ng 1ntentlonalL¢y, the aut®™nomy of a non~ . -

standard -dialect like Black Engllsh the a traditional f

'

latter,

term used by many'teachers and virtually
who are aware of the phendmenon),’denies
. . ))
P . ‘7‘_ . -
implying that,” in this case at least,
. 1 - ’

ol tent. As'a usage which'is not a feature

“ A

all students'(thoSe

such autonomy by .,

redundancy is inadver-

of a stable sub-

‘system,”but rather is one that works from wdthin to disrupt

-l
r" : . E
% " .
o . — .
Y ’
s

§ ’ ' o . 9
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£

Ity

-
)

& . the stability of the main system, it is an "errorl"

_g too few teachers ;eject th1s notlon by impressing on the1r '

[N

No doubt
i—v




students ‘the 1in§uistic equlvalence of dlalects. But even

those .who do flnd ESD students contlpulng to view such non—’
¥

standard usages as errors--a falling away from 1dea1 prac-

tlce--not as dialectal rad11 leading from the same’ center. So.
L -, ~
let me 1nqunre: what would we; any of us, do about érrors.we'
: &
- I.consider it a fair
. " -

expectation that I learn how té do ‘things that I have ,never

3 .
made every time we opghed our mouths?

-~

' dond& before;-but the éxgectation changes if I'am agked, for )

) more'suspect if I become convinced that rightxhandedness is

%

.And this choice, ¥ suggest,
! ’ L

- that' language both registers and-helps to create.

N . , - . 1
‘

’instance, to learn haw to do the things left-handed which I

have done right-handed ail'my life. Ahd the eﬂbeétation is

N . - . )
"wrong," and that I have therefore been in error for 'as long

as I can remember.
]

it's certa1n1y more ‘comfortable than its eth1ca1 alternatlve.

r

is the one many ESD students must

struggle against making. If, however, they do make it and

settle for what they are used to, they impliéitlY’state their
' ' /

d1sbe11ef in the value of an opposite 1mperat1ve at the same

tlme that they grant 1ts corréctness

At issuehere are the social identity and’ cultural norms.

&

These are’

.If literacy ‘as defined by others

the dime:;ions of belief.

calls that identity and those norms into question, the dis-

-

tance from standard Engllsh w111 be maintained desg&te the
-
student s best 1ntent10ns and the teacher's best efforts |

' -

Whether the symboYic statements of students, such-as" "it dén't

- i e i . -

It is simpler, just to ga, on being wrong;- {
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sound right to me,“ cease to be.made or continue to'be heard, )
qizlsthe magnetqsm of those orlglnal and 1nveterate contexé%

/ .
to wh1ch such-statement$. draw our attentlon and 1n which - >

v r . . A
—

R ¢ language has its more credlble*dally uses- that is dangerous;

> 7
and(lt is from w;thln those contexts that wr1t1ng will be ‘

seen- to be outs1de the pale, hnd beyond be11ef 3 ,
. But such helpless d1sbe11ef in the value of - llteracy is /
-endemic among SE as well as ESD students I can/best show ‘
,thls to be the case by,pointing'to student terts inf@hidh i
such stock phrases as Jin today's society,“ "the modern
world," "the minority,ﬁ and so on occur with alarmlng fre-
quency, These phrases, I thlnk we will agree,.are un1versal

their wooden quallty 1s d1shearten1 g. It is edsy to dis-
miss them as rote, but . they are mor:\t

han that, and worse.

r

Take, for example, one of these usages as employed by -
‘T

another of my students. Her class was asked to write a. com-

v,
v

position preferring, as.a social type, either the celebrity
or the ordinary person: She chose the latter, and wishing

to add forcefulness to her argumeht that a life whose sur-

~

*
v

faces are 1less corruscated is more honestly scrubbed, referred

Y

. . , .
several times in her essay to ordinary people as "the minor-

“

ity.“4 This misise of language does not reveal some aston- \ %

1sh1ng ignorance of social rea&}ty on the part of my student. /-

When I asked her who were more numerous, moyle stars and ~ -
- ‘ : I

their 'ilk or people like éurselves, she knew the answer. b4

’ -

Nor is the term she used foreign to her vocabulary; she




A ]

¢

- v . -«_". S
(could easily, deﬁine it. Aand, in fact, she blushed in .con-
fusion when I flgst car}ed her attentlon to fhe m1stake.
BJt it is her very embarrassment,that makes my point.’ Her .

S

language behayior was automatic and mindless;fshe blushed ..

‘because she couldn't 8ee how she could have made thé mis-

. take—-and as sﬁch it.was a verbal ‘gesture béfonging more to

R U

the structire of a situation tHan to the 1nte11ectual char--

acter of a-person. It is a s1tuat10n 1n wthh the allegedly

~
spec1allzed nature of wrltlng abilities skews the soc1al con-
‘ -~
cerns learners are asked to have. Approaches to both appear-
N, ,

ing 5o much apart from normal activity that the students'

eyes glaze, the immediate s1tuat10n of wr1t1ng becomes un- -

‘

real. As we know, no one can believe inadoing whet has no

-

- ) : » J
reality. But sttidents like the onhe cited above are eompelled

‘ . %
beyond belief. They therefore intuitively evade the deniands.

v

; -
of those in power--which here ar% to take a broad view of

'soc1al relatlons-—by adoptlng, howeverﬁunconsc1ously, the

class1ca1 strategy of smiling one to death, of y1eld1ng up
the form but not the substance of what is ;ought In this " »
case, the form was sadly 1nappropr1ate; in others, it may
abpear tQ suit the occasion; but in all cases it is empty.

Still, even empty forms must be readily availdble for

use. There myst be-a supply of prefabricated'words .and

4

phrases, such as "the m1nor1ty," and therefore of whatever

ideas and rhetorlcal dev1ces this language makes possible,

.

that students can dip into with the assurance that they will.

4

9

-

e
.: D
-




/. - X ?

A}

always produce uniform results: As such, this stock functions

’

identically with that socially determined ianguage context ESD

students reenter out df disbelief For both ESD and SE students,

2

therefore a certaln kind of revers1on offers res1stance to

] * ‘

: learnlng‘ Pass1u§ res1stance. Yet, we know that it is only by
actively and clear’s1ghtedly part1c1pat1ng in real language
‘s1tuations that one can improve performance And ;mproved per—
;ormance, which implies the d1scovery of new strategles and '

- resources and the scrutiny of old ones for ghelr possible dys—

functlon, is most effectively prompted by a firm belief in the

value of the enterprise, s1nce in tke opposite state one clings
’ \ * k ] . * <

to what is already known. For students trying,tq learn to

¢

write, what is already known_is not the way of writing. Where,

thén,lfs that way? Or fjrst, rather, where isn't it?

o
v e

If disbelief in the value of 11teracy.h1nder§ acquisi-

. /

tlonhof‘ertlng skllls, creatlng the condltlons for such
belief to floug}sh 1s a s;ne qua non of teachlng wr1t1ng I -
don't th1nk 1t is cynical to say that we will not’ create

those condlgaons by apoeals to reason, to practlcality, or

to’ the idea of self evident good The profess1onal bias- -we'

-

have as 1deologues of the Woyd undermlnes the trdst students
‘

‘.

in some more arac1ous t1me, mlght have .placed in the claim -,

thatk as a process, wr1t1ng has 1ntr1ms1c>va;ue or that,

as a product it performs a redemptive function. Rejec— -

-~

¢

tion of these notions miz:t not occur,-paradoxically, if there .

were some obvious corresgendence--and I stress the word

. > ¥




intramural solution of writing across the chrriculbm. This ’ ,

is a prescrlptlve term as currently qsed--wrltlng w111 be
'such, the policy represents strict conformance with pedago-

. compulsion ard belief can be a haﬁpy pair: Belief it seems

- to me, must at leﬂft have the,appearance of arising from in-

. \ ,
assume such programs call for voluntary.participation, and

‘that voluntarism implies belief in some form, we must ask if

2
™
1

X . 2. . X ' : L :
obvious--between learning to write and the uses of literacy.
20v10us : 3 } e , ‘

»

That is; a desire for something is equal to a\belief~ih the

*«

~value of‘that thing. But this correspondence ié‘not'apparent .

S ’ . ) L .

to most students. . . [
. oo : ' S . . /

‘To make up for, this lack, many colleges have devised the J

4s

-~

A

X K )

applled if ‘not at work or in the home, then in school. B&s' - -

-~

: - o
gical will. It opens -the question, therefore, of whether - ~

side the learner SO that the command to write is perceaved

as: part of one's own natural/response to the way things-are,.

. & . /
hot as a lasso yanking one tbls‘Way or that. The distinction;, »

» . 2 e »

~ . . ! R o,
a fine enough one when we get down to cases; is one I will,
return to belowy however, it is helpfgl to introduce at this

point, since the idea of»compulsion casts doubt not only on ‘
writing done in the schools but on the nature of extracur-~ .

N [y

ricular lgteraey programs as well. That is, though we C -

<
-y -

the question i% not begged quite often, in the way it ob-- ’

viously is in connection with the condept of a volunteer
=~ . o’

- C ) . . ) S
army, by various inducements and pressures to join. If it

*

is, among enrolees as much possibility exists for the kind of"




- < -

> . « :
unconscious resistance to learnlng described abové as it does

”

among college students--who.also we should recall, have

L] ]

: ostenslbly signed on voluntar1ly-—matr;culatrng in- regular

' ' ‘ fashion. ’ ’

Neither.coercion nor persuasion wikl be effective. I -

ol ’ o . -

. 3 frankly c0n61der the possibility of reformlng Amerlcan soc1al

_=—

practices and cultural norms, by addresslngfthem dlrectly, too Ao

absurd to contemp}ate. Yet, there must be some place, someo
2

situation, some set of condltlons that make it poss1ble for

the wr1t1ng that students do to be a natural response." And'»,

*

g there is.. I-suggest that we have* for thas purpose ‘what we hawve

»

- "always had: the writing classroom. '

Y

S . ’ i . ) .
. To approach, or reapproach, the connection between llteragy
- ,' and the classroom, it is ne§ES§ary first to pqQint againTat the

tendency of many students tg draw back 1nto parochlal social
and language contexts as a_ protectlve reactlon to the demands

, . ' learning to write makes upon them. - As we havé seen., these con-

’ ¢ ~ i o / v Y '

:" : texts~-in which students revert to nonstandard usages or pro-

” M

.7+ . Buce only the simulacra of analytic constructs{gsignal dis-

-

»
-

N ;gslief in’ the Vazue of\l;teracy and serve as centérs of'resis—
g 'tance to writing. To counter student'wi%@drawal into such
. ‘ééle and comfortable domains, there would have to Be in the
classroom a learning sltuation{from whichﬂretreat-—or 4o put =

it another’way,-denial of value--is possible only to EEE_,
o | extent that it is always 1dle to enV1s1on a completely leak-
[ .
3 proof system. That is, we must’ prov1de an entirely new con-

textﬂ / . : ‘ o
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. . o d\m [ ' B @ ‘ x . . - . *
A . . . - - =
s B : v To 1mag;ne it, we may t8¥t recall the problem of com-’
[ q , A\ = ,
) pu151on and volition as they 1nfluence learnlng Teaaghers
-ﬁ _.;' cannot make students learn. And, as we have seen, self—w1ll o

- -

++ is an, amblguous concept, and therefore//h-unreliable ohe.

Yet ," académic and admlnlstratlve constralnts -on the 0 hand
- » ¢ ~. ’ P ﬂ -

e’and.stgdent 1n1t1atrve on. the other, are invariant, if.sometimes'

J

. ConflictuaL, elenents of all education' therefore, neither can L.

. . ¢ be dismissed as a p0551b1e factor in any learnlng 51tuat10n /.

.~ . that -we might contrlve. By thf% admleslon I do not mean to

> 1mply, however, that we should attempt to adopt a few teachlng

. »

- { practlces that force compllance and a few that invite it, and

N © hope by this compromlse to establish an ideal balancgiin'the

-

”o

classrocm. Qoing-so is not to. get off dead cériter. - Rather,

asnew context should:be one in yhieh what people do'ano what
*is willed for them'mesh too subtly to say that the reasons for .

”

coL ' actlng can be attrlbuted to this,. source rather than that one,

~ . . or, 'fn fact, that in expre551ng certa1n thoughts and follow-
. (3 e .
1ng certain practlces, people perform accord1ng to their ,own
-a ‘ A . A . . »
%5?_ dr others' wishes. As best the individual can tell what
M )

happens happens and is thus self- juétifylng:- If actual de-.

owg‘i * gsire camnot be hoped for, such irmanence is an rn%ortant ground,
'}isl" * <

TN, for belief in the value of what one' does. ’ ,
Lo | | g '.-n/ A ’
! The advantages of ‘a learning 51tuatlon at answers to

& lguch a description ar% obvious. Still, . it is, reasonable to

J

N : ’ 1 object.that the neceséary‘total immersion of a person in such

'a‘éontext, whether a ¢ ntexty fpr %earning,or for anything ‘ .

3

M, '» R . b .

'x v » et N .
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else,

v

+13

"y s!j ‘ -
Consciousness,

rarely .car’be effective.
C e

'
* -
L &
.

& —

L

ss must intervene

L i - . . . . J \
* .to detach ‘the partic%pant, who thén attempts to discover the
N 4 [y ‘ " ‘ A ’ i a * :

reason for/his or her current or expected behavior. In the .

. ' classroom, therefore, the great likelihood of’ students'

achieving SOme'questioning distehte.wohld coﬂceivably lead
</' to_a recrudescence.of their original learning difficulties.
©_ But this is-%ot a legitimate fear-—the objection does not

/vdestroy the .case I am maklng-—lf such self—removal from con-

- text 1s temporary and part1a1 the hay it would be, for in-

. stance, for a bather who regufarly wets/each part‘ef his or

- her body but always keeps some part out of the water, THis i;'
the case with humah eu}ture. Hab1tuall§7/w1%h1n a cultural A p

setting, as we do become.conscious of motive or motivation
. - v LY !

-

. : in. one place-=ssay

bury-awareness of

{
inqguire into what

\Y

of why we esteem a particular art form--we

it drising in another place--say of why we

-

we .esteéemn.

@

Then we perhaps reverse that '

v

procédure. Since we must operéte in both plaEes, though not B
: ' o &
necessarily in both at once, a compensatory principle of ’ > L

.
@ . - N - -
P . .

inclusion keeps us well within cultural, bounds.,  The context
/ forjleérninéaI feel is reasonable to propoee, therefore, is
" one rn which studgnts relate to the soc1a1 51tuat;on éeflned
by the classreom as. an 1nd1v1dual relates tg hlS-Or her gen- .

* L

B eral culture, one in which cdmpuleion afid volition are natu-

ce belief in value, and the indivi-
. . ’ s “y
' ., dual is-a natural member of a community of belief.

rally conjoined to prod

Speci- '

& . t

. fically,‘the culture I propose studentsg relate to is a
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. - culture of literacy. T ;, -
3 ) N ) . ﬁ‘ . . \ . "
AN Before detailing this concept, ' I must rehearse how value

N ' ., "~~ . -
, exlsts and is maintained in'a culture. Value is a locus for -

\\_‘/ belief, Bellef mean§ in thls case, that cla1ms made for a -

- ) ) N ¢ " ‘g

, . > valﬁe are true and that pract1ces instantiating it are good . |
e A ;

T .

Within a culture, all values are related- none ex1sts 1n iso— <
~
lation. Therefore; eachrvalue is not only confirmed by the . €
d 7 - -~ o
e action taken in its name but Teinforced by actions takén in
. P : - V "

.. ' thejname of'other values, Challenges to belief in‘the Vérity‘ f

" or righteousness inherent in a value may be handed down, but

if théy are done so from w1th1n rather than fro//oﬁt51de of - ;

5

- the culture—-as they always must be if the culture is Suffl—

-

ciently‘powerful:to force its cfiticé‘to stand‘at vantage - .

points that ablishes--such challenges will not destroy

»

ultural integrity Rather, if successful, ‘they

/
- wi- roduce change recognlzable as outgrowths of or1g1nal
plantlngs. , ey, )
~ When we ‘speak of a culture of literacy, we are promoting

P
literacy itself from its rank as one value'aﬁong others to
N ¢

the ;uperordinate position of a discréte culture. For this

‘Es to happen, literacy must be Empken down 1nto comoonent values - ‘

“
//. ) . which may be affirmed in pfa tice.. ‘These components are o .
. /. readily,apparent, I thinh. The first is the valué that canl ‘
! ' Be/placed on literature—;here,'as explained below, imagina— |
’ tive llterature—-and the sepond is the value placed on*lan-- .

guage as it ga1ns irreducible 51gn1f1cance from its consistent

v o
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: ) - use, 'The actions affirming these values--and I think we can
. . R ; SO .
) call‘them aCtions-—are _reading and writ;nq

dmlttedly, bhls descr1ptlon may be so unsurpr1s1ng 1t

- e - ¢ W
. . -

. seems pract;cally circular. But, as ‘I hope to show, it

B
2 v

, . actually does71ead us to a new place. Some, hoWever, may think ?
""r, . )
it an old)piace. .That is, experienced teachers will recognize
.\ 4 % ,
1mmed1ately that a proposal to make rmaglnatlve literature .

. e Y

and the language it calls forth basic to- teach1ng wr1t1ng
puts. back 1nto§ihe currlculum what has’ been, for the most part
and over tlme, deilberately excluded from, it. So, we have to,

. consider a,couple of questions.” One, ‘the most obvious, HKs

< 8¢ \

: whether we are teach1ng compos1tlon or 11terature, and if ‘//‘\*\
4 compos1tlon, how it 1s distinguished from 11terary StUde The S

®

"
other queétlon, which I will take up first, is-this: if a new

]f curriculum is an attEmpt to solve old problems; can we see its xr

newness- by vieW1ng somethlng we could call a typlcal approach
y e . -

. made to wrrtlng in the classroom°

)

7 Mybanswer to this question is yes, and my reasoning is as
’ LI — ' - . . ‘. -
4 . follows.' Most writimg. teachers are bound-by an identical

cons%deratian that,determines the general nature of what their
’students’read and write about, '&his éonsidefgzion,ttreated as
axiimit whose vioﬁation is se}fidefeating, is the prior ex-
perience7and,knowledge, or the lagk of them, that students
bring to their writiﬁg(courses. It is not uneommon for stn—

-

- . : &
dents, especially early in a coursel, to narrate,personal his-

. . : 3 -
. tories or to describe a scene in concrete detail or to relate

DR N e B ‘,' . -
% oo B -,
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. dents' knowlédge since they are in the public domain.  But,

& process they themselves have observed or functioned within.

'
1 ~ 4 ‘.

Of course, students learnlng to wr1te cannot long be conflnéd

to the entlrely personal they must learn to be objective and

to handle abstract subjécts.':So they are asked, Egb-instance,,
to compare and oonsrast items that figure imbortantlz‘;n the

practical life of the "average" person, and to argue positions
'based pn social and (less frequently) poiitical matters regorf

“ted in the newspapers, and to read about these in essay col-

4

lections. These matters remain within ‘the limit of the stu=

/

Co s ' /
unfortunately, it is the need to tie them to the students’

experience--defingd here as exprgssive capability--that makes I
the introduction of public issues in the writing classroom
Y . . J .

problematic. o e T .
4 . v
The problem is that in order to comprehend ‘these issues
tg' v
and to express mean1ngful oplnlons about them, studen?% take .

_ their language as well as the1r ideas from others. Such bor- ‘ .
rowings compensate for a lack of personal gand intellectual
~ experiente, but the' inevitable result is a kind of léveling

w - v .

out in which students produce an almost timeless collection 9f

{ " .-/'\—’ \] N * ’ +
cliches, gtereotypes,prejudices,unexapined ideas, andne- .
. ' g ’/4 « ¢

flexive attitudes The issue, however,.ls not 1nfer10r think-.

ing per se but the reference such thlnklng makes to social
and language contexts at least analogous with those cr1t1c1zed

7/
prev1ously, and sometlmes 1d{§t1cal with <+them (the possibility

~

of identity increases, I.-imagine, to the extent one borrows

- -

<

Ja
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from sources most like oneself). If, as I have argued, retredt

i to these. éontexts entails a.devaluation\of‘diteracy that im- ‘s
pedes .learning, téachers must assume a degree of respons:.- ‘ .. -
brﬂlty for the1r students fallure. ; .
e ~ So then must teachers forswear t@e commoﬁ:sehse of utiIisj
- 1 ing the'students' own experience and’knowled’ge‘> I think not. (j

Although we may need1x>3ett1son the usual approach, the. formal

’ épr1nc1ple guldlng ‘it may be salvaged That principle ig to /
y . meet students on‘thelr own ground. ' The condition for retaih—
,/! '1ng the pr1nc1ple is that we-ourselves deflne the ground It
<, , follows that we should 1ntroduce in the classroom materlalsl-
& . that become the only source, relevant to learning how’to write;'

- v-.f"

-

. ‘of what our’ students experlence and come to know. Fiction-- ..

by which I .mean novels, stories, folk tales, myths, drama, ' ta

< and poetry--can éerve this purpgse if students write only about

¢ »

what they read, For unllke other literatures. (except per—!

,' \\‘vhéps, for . that of- phxlosophy, hors de combat in thls context)

whose existence is justlfled solely by their reference to what

: ~

oo 11es out51de them, 1mag1nat1ve 11terature and language have the

_ potentlal\to create a system whose.self—enclosure and possi-

" 7 NooLoo-

bilities for 4internal referentiality make literacy into a dis-
a - - . .

)

tinct culture. For though we may imagine more than Mhat we
.can read, Wwe must base 1nterpretat10n ‘mainly on what is glven,
Pand if external experlence is to be at alllsupplementary, it '
- may be go only 1f 1t is drawn by analogy to an undeviating

text.' In this-mapner, the "expressive capabilityﬂ so ill- ~
R 3 >

»
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served by social issues used to §eherate wrltlng is contained
.

and;controlled at the same time that 1t is enabled by .ther °

work at hand : ] !

-
-

This description, however, must be enforced if such a
writing course is not to be a 11terature course. In the lat-
ter**ﬁgth the meanlng of whole works and the 1nterpretatlon‘

v

of key- elemen . ssehtlal. ‘Character, plot, and theme;

» "

narrétive strueture andydyamatic form; verbal devices; the

sl P e + . . .
expression-of llteraryrthe Y of major ideas, of social ,

A »

reallty, of genre--these and more help us-locate proper objectg

- of stud; w1th1n apy partlcular,plece of wrltlng submltted to .

)

.. litexature students ) However, fbr reasoﬁb thaé should be

’ s/
\ / ]
clear to all these elements cannot prov1de the foci of courses

~

.in which the students' prlmary aim I3 to learn to write.  In

! C
such,egﬁrées, studehte may hardly be occupied in discovering

the symbolism of-Faulkner's bear or .in ttacing the origin of

Eliot'sscrowned knot;of ff}e,(thoggh the right éombination of

-~

teaéhing concept formation in writing and comprehension in

reading could bring the former task into~view). éut‘étudents

’

might be directed, .say, to compose a standatd‘EnglisH version

of the fdhe;al oratioh.in Balinn's Go Tell It on the Moun-

—-
»

tain. And stpdents cquld be asked to paraphrase Ransom's

]

- - - . : ./
\"Wintér Remembered."” BYth are ways to addresg problems. of

ssible to i
L 4

language, and there are many other efgrciSes

\

gine.
Writing tasks could result from thus fragmentihg or iso~_

,;‘"

-




‘paper 'a'single work could béVviewed as an”all-embracing

1at1ng llterary works. And they could contribute to teachlng»
ppec1flc sk111s 1nvolv1ng grammar, organlzatloﬁggrhetorlc ’o
thlnkrng; _But alfo, and this is more to the point of this

wrltlng project, and therefore as a miniaturization of a. cul-

3

. ture of 11teracy, if from it came ever y writing task ass1gned‘

for a part or the whole of a course,

- 4
v . . .
From;any literary work,. as a classroom exercise, students

. A [ * (I

could, for instance, be handed run-on and'fragmentary sen-
tences in a“purposely distorted passage to cdrrect and then
asked to compare their versions with the or1g1nal or students

might, put back into a paragraph the punc%uatlon that the in-

-structor has removed from-at‘“ But to make these exerc1ses

A

ultlmately worthwhlle, an instructor would -base them on the

same d1scourse that more elaborate ertlng-a?s1gnments ad-

dressed. If- we were ta’ use E. Scett Fltzgerald s story, "The

Rich Boy,“ 1@ addltlon to the above tasks, twg others mlght be ¢

an essay employing causal analys1s to -trace the events re-

{

sponsrble for Anson Hunter' s unhappy final syate and an essay

v, ‘ -u

arguing that the protagonlst dld or d1d not have 4 choice in -

the decisions he made in his llfe. .
-

In thig last'exampief hut adso in the others, and in any
assignment'that might'arise from "The ?ieh Boy" d; from a

different selectibn%ift is the eyddence.of‘the text, acting
variéusly toﬂshape writing but constantly defining‘perfOrm—

-

ance (since the text itself is a univeyse) , that becomes the
: _ ,

-




ar ro

exclusiv® sourcde of zflue in a writing course.

(G 4 SR
Needing to hold

values bléced on literature and language *n order to function
at all’is tantamount to a belief im literacy. Such belief
does not guarantee success in learning;-it does rule out stu-

L. A
dents' sustained ability to withdraw. to too familiar contexts
v 4 ! /
and', by so doing, to resist learﬂing. .As a result, the dif-

[

ferent planes on which exist what. is described above of stu-

N .

dent behavior, pedagogical methods, literary potentiality, and

cultprél facts combine, if T am correct in my aﬁai?sisn to

form a so6lid barAd of learning experience which we may safe

call a culture of liferacy. . ‘
7 . , Lewis Meyers - |
c : Hunter College
’ Ty ">, - ‘ E
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NOTES
%\

"Functional literacy," for instance, describing an inabil-
ity to perform such tasks as balancing a checkbook or
filling out an employment application, is a normative term
as used in the United States. . '
Writing in the New York Times, October 5, 1980, Gere I.”
Maer'6ff reports the continued nationwide gecline of
verbal skills as measured by the .Scholastic Aptitudé
Test. One factor mentioméd in the story as a possible
cause of this decline is' "relaxed academic standards:"

-~

€ > [ ’,
‘"I feel it is necessary to remark at this point, especially

perhaps because proBlems relating to the oral mode and
dialectal -interference so clearly are involvéd_in the
example cited above, that T in no way expect that re-
newed belief in the value of”literacy will be equivalent
to the ability to write well,. - . ", ¢

It is interesting, in this regard; to note that women.ar?
so classified Qy‘ngirh?tize action regulations.-
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